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EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY 

Introduction 

The  Bureau  of  Land  Management  (BLM)  is  currently  engaged  in  a  compre- 
hensive effort  to  plan  for  the  future  management  and  use  of  the  California 
desert.   The  desert  area  of  concern  (hereinafter  referred  to  simply  as  "the 
California  desert"  or  "the  desert")  comprises  about  25,000  square  miles  in 
the  southeastern  quarter  of  California  and  in  1976  had  a  population  of 
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about  4  70,000  persons. 

As  part  of  BLM1 s  planning  efforts,  several  surveys  have  been  conduc- 
ted to  gauge  the  public's  attitudes  toward  and  use  of  the  desert  area. 
One  poll  has  been  conducted  with  a  national  audience  and  two  with  state- 
wide audiences.    A  fourth  survey,  on  which  this  report  focuses,  was  con- 
ducted with  residents  of  the  California  desert.   Some  of  the  questions 
asked  in  this  survey  were  the  same  or  similar  to  those  asked  in  previous 
studies.   In  addition,  other  BLM-developed  items  were  included  that  dealt 
with  living  in  the  desert  and  with  perceptions  of  the  economy  and  manage- 
ment of  the  desert. 

The  objectives  of  the  study  were  to: 

•  Assess  opinions  of  residents  of  the  California  desert  regarding 
recreational  use  of  the  desert  and  land  use  planning  and  manage- 
ment in  the  desert. 

•  Identify  regional  differences,  if  any,  among  desert  residents 
regarding  their  responses. 

•  Analyze  the  difference  between  regions  and  suggest  explanations 
if  justified  by  the  data. 


* 

John  Ryan  et  al,  "Demographic  and  Economic  Trends  in  the  California 

Desert,"  SRI  International  report  prepared  for  the  Bureau  of  Land  Manage- 
ment, May  1978. 

The  national  study  was  conducted  in  1977  by  the  Gallup  Organization,  Inc. 
The  two  statewide  surveys  were  conducted  in  1975  and  1977  by  Field  Re- 
search Corporation. 


•  Compare  the  Desert  Region  Survey  with  two  previous  statewide  polls 
and  a  national  public  opinion  survey,  and  suggest  explanations  for 
significant  similarities  and  differences. 

•  Suggest  needs,  if  any,  for  further  public  opinion  studies  of  the 
California  desert  planning  effort,  including  specific  issues  that 
may  surface  during  the  survey  or  analysis  of  the  survey  data. 

The  survey  was  carried  out  by  personal,  in-home  interviews  with  a 
stratified  probability  sample  of  1,210  adult  men  and  women,  aged  18  and 
over  who  are  residents  of  the  California  desert.   (Persons  residing  on 
military  bases,  persons  with  no  clearly  defined  places  of  residence, 
migrant  workers,  transients,  and  inmates  of  institutions  were  not  included 
in  the  survey  universe.)   The  sample  was  stratified  into  five  regions 
specified  by  BLM  (see  Figure  1),  and  a  minimum  of  200  interviews  were 
conducted  in  each  region.   The  interviewing  was  conducted  between  mid- 
September  and  mid-October,  1978,  by  Field  Research  Corporation  for  SRI 
International. 


Region  1 
Region  2 
Region  3 
Region  4 
Region  5 


North  and  East  Desert 
West  Desert 
Central  Desert 
Southwest  Desert 
South  Desert 
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FIGURE  I.    CALIFORNIA  DESERT  CONSERVATION  AREA  AND  THE 
FIVE  REGIONS  IDENTIFIED  FOR  THE  SURVEY 
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Overview  of  Survey  Results 
Desert  Residency 

JL 

Almost  nine  of  every  ten  desert  residents  were  not  born  in  the  desert 
area  but  rather  moved  there,  most  often  from  other  locations  in  southern 
California.   Region  5  (the  South  desert)  has  the  largest  proportion  of 
residents  born  in  the  desert  (27%),  and  Region  4  (the  Southwest  desert) 
has  the  lowest  (4%).   The  most  frequent  reason  for  coming  to  the  desert 
is  a  job  transfer  or  military  assignment.   This  reason  is  especially 
common  in  Region  2  (the  West  desert).   It  is  least  common  in  Region  4, 
where  medical  reasons  are  relatively  important  precipitators  of  the  move 
to  the  desert. 

Activities  in  the  Desert 

84%  of  desert  residents  say  they  have  engaged  in  one  or  more  of  26 
listed  recreational  activities  in  the  California  desert  within  the  past 
year  and  about  half  say  they  have  engaged  in  five  or  more  of  these 
activities.   Not  surprisingly,  the  percentage  of  desert  recreationists 
is  considerably  higher  than  the  35%  of  statewide  adult  residents  found  to 
have  engaged  in  desert  activities  in  the  1977  California  survey.   Despite 
the  differences  in  total  percentages,  the  most  popular  desert  activities 
are  the  same  for  both  groups.   These  are:   sightseeing  or  driving  for 
pleasure  on  paved  roads,  picnicking,  sightseeing  and  exploring,  camping 
in  developed  campgrounds,  and  photography .   Among  desert  residents,  about 
half  performed  the  first  two  of  these  activities,  and  roughly  a  third 
performed  each  of  the  others. 

In  general,  the  regions  are  fairly  similar  in  their  rankings  of  activ- 
ities performed.   However,  relatively  high  proportions  of  residents  of 
Region  1  (the  North  and  East  desert)  have  engaged  in  water-based  activities 
on  the  Colorado  River  and  in  four-wheel  driving.   (Much  of  Region  l's 
population  is  located  near  the  Colorado  River.)   Residents  of  Region  5  are 
noteworthy  for  their  relatively  low  levels  of  participation  in  almost  all 
of  the  activities  listed. 
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I  |"  ire  defined  in  this  study  as  those  aged  18  and  over. 


Miles  and  persons  under  30  tend  to  be  overrepresented  among  partici- 
pants of  the  more  strenuous  or  traditionally  male  activities,  such  as 
motorcycle  r'acing,  hunting,  and  backpacking.   Persons  60  and  older  are 
underrepresented  in  all  activities  except  birdwatching,  picnicking,  and 
water-based  activities  on  the  Salton  Sea. 

About  40%  of  desert  residents  have  visited  national,  state,  or  county 
parks  in  the  desert  in  1978,  and  34%  have  visited  BLM-administered  lands 
during  the  year.   One-fourth  (25%)  report  having  visited  the  Colorado 
River  for  recreational  purposes,  and  a  fifth  (19%)  of  the  residents  have 
gone  to  the  Salton  Sea.   Three-quarters  (74%)  of  the  residents  of  the 
region  where  the  Colorado  River  is  located  (Region  1)  reported  recreation- 
al visits  to  the  river,  while  only  a  third  (32%)  of  residents  in  the 
Salton  Sea  region  (Region  5)  reported  recreational  visits  to  the  Salton 
Sea.   The  relative  attractiveness  of  these  four  areas  is  similar  to  that 
found  in  the  1977  statewide  survey. 

The  main  factors  restricting  use  of  the  desert  are  time  and  money. 
Regulations  on  the  use  of  public  lands  are  cited  as  a  restriction  by  15% 
of  desert  residents  and  are  cited  relatively  more  often  by  residents  of 
Region  1  than  by  others. 

Attitudes  about  the  Desert 

One-third  (33%)  of  the  desert  residents  rate  the  desert  as  an  excel- 
lent place  to  live;  another  48%  rate  it  as  above  average.   Region  5  re- 
ceives the  lowest  level  of  "excellent"  ratings  (18%);  Region  3  receives 
the  highest  (47%) . 

The  weather  is  both  the  single  best-liked  and  worst-liked  feature  of 
the  desert  and  overall  seems  to  be  more  disliked  than  liked  in  all  areas 
except  Region  4. 

Desert  activities  most  widely  disliked  by  desert  residents  involve 
motorcycles  (both  competitive  and  non-competitive  riding),  dunebuggies, 
four-wheel  drive  vehicles,  and  guns  (for  hunting  and  target  shooting). 
Opposition  to  each  of  these  is  lowest  in  Region  1  and  highest  in  either 
Region  4  or  Region  2.   These  six  activities  are  the  same  ones  found  most 
objectionable  in  the  1977  statewide  survey  of  California  residents, 
although  those  in  the  1977  survey  who  had  visited  the  desert  were  more  apt 
to  object  to  the  activities  than  the  current  group  of  desert  residents. 


Off-road  -vehicular  activities  and  electrical  transmission  lines  are 
believed  by  about  50%  of  the  desert  residents  to  have  a  negative  effect 
on  the  scenic  quality  of  the  desert.  About  40%  believe  that  power  plants 
and  visible  marks  of  underground  pipelines  negatively  affect  the  desert 
scenery.  Again,  Region  1  residents  are  least  opposed,  and  desert  resi- 
dents in  general  are  less  opposed  to  these  items  than  are  statewide  and 
national  groups. 

Desert  residents  are  quite  strongly  supportive  of  protection  of  the 
natural  state  of  the  desert,  of  organized  recreation  places,  and  of  camp- 
grounds.  They  are  moderately  supportive  of  educational  programs,  primi- 
tive areas,  control  over  public  use  of  the  desert,  and  energy  development. 
Only  low  levels  of  support  are  given  to  road  construction  (either  in  gener- 
al or  specifically  for  four-wheel  drive  use) ,  and  to  creation  of  places  for 
off-road  vehicles  (ORVs).   Mining  and  commercial  development  tend  to  be  opposed. 

In  general,  desert  residents  tend  to  be  somewhat  less  oriented  to 
conservation  and  somewhat  more  to  use  of  the  desert  than  are  statewide 
and  national  groups.   Since  the  desert  is  more  accessible  to  its  residents 
than  to  people  who  live  far  away,  it  is  not  surprising  that  the  former 
group  is  more  interested  in  the  desert's  "usability."   This  proximity 
rationale  may  also  explain  why,  among  desert  residents,  those  in  Region  1 
tend  to  be  less  conservation-minded  and  more  use-minded  than  those  in 
regions  where  conservation  tends  to  be  a  less  immediate  issue. 

Land  use  issues  most  strongly  related  to  demographic  measures  are 
organized  recreation  places,  places  for  ORVs,  and  commercial  development. 
Recreation  places  tend  to  be  more  favored  by  the  young,  by  women,  and  by 
Lower  socioeconomic  groups.   ORV  places  are  most  apt  to  be  supported  by 
the  young,  and  by  middle  socioeconomic  groups.   Commercial  development 
obtains  what  little  support  it  does  from  lower  socioeconomic  groups  and 
from  persons  aged  50  and  older. 

The  Economy  and  Management  of  the  Desert 

The  desert's  economy  is  believed  to  be  most  heavily  dependent  on 
recreation,  travel,  and  farming  activities.   Activities  believed  to  be 
least  important  to  the  desert  economy  are  grazing  livestock  and  mining 
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activities.   Regions  where  particular  activities  predominate  tend  to 
rate  those ' activities  relatively  high,  compared  both  to  other  regions  and 
other  activities  on  the  list.   (For  example,  military  activities  are  rated 
quite  highly  in  Regions  2  and  3.)   Demographic  characteristics  tend  not  to 
be  strongly  related  to  these  ratings. 

Among  various  kinds  of  recreational  users  of  the  desert,  resort-  users 
and  travelers  going  through  the  desert  are  perceived  to  be  most  important 
to  the  desert  economy.   Mechanized  users  of  the  desert  and  air  sports 
enthusiasts  are  deemed  least  important.   Predictably,  Region  4  residents 
tend  to  rate  resort  users  as  more  important  than  do  residents  of  other 
regions.   Similarly,  residents  of  Region  1  rate  water  sports  enthusiasts 
as  more  important  than  do  residents  of  the  other  regions.   Compared  to 
older  people,  the  young  tend  to  see  air  sports  enthusiasts  and  both 
mechanized  and  non-mechanized  desert  users  as  more ' important  to  the  desert 
economy.   On  the  other  hand,  older  people  rate  resort  users  as  more  impor- 
tant than  do  younger  people. 

Slightly  less  than  half  (42%)  of  the  desert  residents  have  some  idea 
of  what  BLM  does;  13%  claim  to  know  BLM  fairly  well.   BLM  is  best  known 
in  Region  1  and  by  older  persons,  persons  in  the  upper  socioeconomic 
groups,  and  men.   The  region  with  lowest  overall  familiarity  with  BLM  is 
Region  5. 

The  most  influential  groups  in  decisions  about  management  of  BLM 
desert  lands  are  believed  to  be  business  people  and  residents  in  the 
desert  region.   Third  in  perceived  influence  are  conservation  and  environ- 
mental protection  groups.   Groups  with  the  least  perceived  influence  are 
livestock  and  grazing  interests,  mining  interests,  and  California  metro- 
politan area  residents.   The  relatively  low  influence  of  livestock  and  mining 
interests  parallels  the  low  level  of  importance  they  are  believed  to  have 
to  the  desert  economy.   It  is  interesting  that  although  recreation  activ- 
ities are  perceived  to  be  the  most  important  contributor  to  the  desert 
economy,  the  perceived  influence  of  organized  recreational  groups  repre- 
senting special  users  of  the  desert  is  only  moderate. 


Conclusion 


The  most  notable  findings  of  the  current  study  are  as  follows: 

•  Desert  residents  tend  to  be  more  interested  in  development  and 
active  use  of  the  desert  than  do  statewide  or  nationwide  resi- 
dents, although  even  among  desert  residents  there  is  widespread 
sentiment  for  conservation. 

•  Among  the  five  desert  regions,  residents  of  Region  1  (the  North 
and  East  desert)  stand  out  as  being  the  most  supportive  of  such 
things  as  motorcycling  and  places  for  ORV  use  and  the  most 
opposed  to  controls  over  use  of  the  desert. 

•  Residents  of  Region  4  (the  Southwest  desert)  stand  out  as  the 
most  conservation-minded,  the  oldest,  the  least  apt  to  be  born 
in  the  desert,  and  the  most  apt  to  believe  resort  users  are 
significant  contributors  to  the  desert  economy. 

•  Region  5  (the  South  desert)  residents  are  notable  for  a  relative- 
ly high  rate  of  residents  born  in  the  desert,  for  the  importance 
they  perceive  farming  to  have,  for  their  relatively  low  level  of 
participation  in  recreational  activities,  and  for  their  low  level 
of  familiarity  with  BLM.   Regions  2  and  3  (the  West  and  Central 
deserts)  tend  to  fall  in  the  intermediate  levels  on  the  issues 
outlined  above. 


w 


a 

O 

2 

H 

u  z 

s 
> 
1/ 

f-K 

<3 

E 

QH 

0 

U 

^3 

<jj 

DC 

c 

3 
C 

c--  cm 

c 

H 

U 

•t-J 

b 

E   >i  O 

u. 

o 

Q 

!0H    W 

IX 

Di+->  -P 

< 

r»  -h  C  fci 

u 

00  ffi    d)    Q) 

t/> 

Pd         T3    111 

J 

en 

G  -H    0) 

GV    191.36    .C3    R87    summ.    1978 

Russell,    Susan   Higley.       c.2 

Survey   of    residents   of    the 

California   Desert 

SLM  Llbh^HY 

RS150ABLDG.50 

DENVER  FEDERAL  CENTER 

P.O.  BOX  25047 

DENVER.  CO  80225 

